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Reed Canary Grass
A growth of reed canary grass at Ames, established from root cuttings spaced 3 feet apart each 
way. The area was sodded over at the end of the second season. This was 5 to 6 feet in height.
W E ARE IN NEED of a grass that is suitable for gully 
control and for growing in water­
ways. Reed canary grass seems 
to be the answer.
“ Reed canary grass is the best 
grass we have found for control­
ling erosion in gullies and for 
grassed waterways,” Paul Strick- 
ler and R. E. ( “Bob” ) Bear, Ap­
panoose County farmers living 
near Centerville recently told us 
when we visited their farms. And 
these men should be able to pass 
pretty good judgment on its value, 
for Paul Strickler got his start with 
reed canary grass 18 years ago and 
has been using it in gully control 
9 years. Bob Bear likewise has 
had several years of experience in 
its use.
Other farmers who have given 
this grass a trial are coming to 
the same conclusion as Strickler 
and Bear. We believe that reed
By H. B. CHENEY, H. D/ 
HUGHES and MARSHALL 
EVANS
canary grass will be found of value 
on many Iowa farms, providing a 
means for controlling gullies with 
a minimum expenditure of labor. 
The grass fortunately has high 
value, too, for pasture and hay.
The control of gullies has be­
come one of the most important 
problems on many Iowa farms be­
cause no method of control has 
seemed to be economically feasible. 
Hundreds of Iowa farmers have 
seen one field after another 
thrown out of cultivation because 
of gullies forming. Any heavy 
rain may start forming gullies on 
the average sloping Iowa farm.
In one county in western Iowa 
over 3,800 major active gullies
have been reported. This does not 
include hundreds of small gullies 
recently formed which are rapidly 
becoming larger. The large acre­
age of row cultivated crops in 
Iowa, which has been increased in 
the war emergency, has contrib­
uted to the seriousness of the sit­
uation. The high intensity rains 
which have occurred over most of 
the state within the past few 
months have added to our diffi­
culties.
Grassed waterways are a neces­
sary part of any good soil conserv­
ing program. They are essential 
to the success of contouring, strip 
cropping and terracing. They pro­
vide a means for disposing of ex­
cess run-off from fields without 
gully formation. But the establish­
ment of a good sod cover in these 
waterways is often a difficult prob­
lem. Reed canary grass seems to 
be the answer.
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Differs in Growth Habits
You may ask: “Why is this 
grass better for erosion control 
than some of the grasses we have 
been growing for hay and pas­
tures, such as bromegrass, tim­
othy and Kentucky bluegrass? 
How are its habits of.growth dif­
ferent?”
The vigorous growth of reed 
canary grass, its rapid root exten­
sion, the ease and rapidity with 
which a sod cover can be estab­
lished from small root-stock por­
tions and its ability to withstand 
silting and flooding make it a very 
valuable grass for gully control 
and for use in grassed waterways. 
This is not based on theory but on 
results obtained under practical 
conditions on Iowa farms.
Reed canary grass is a wet-land 
grass. It is native to Iowa. When 
growing wild it was always found 
in low, poorly drained areas. It 
will grow and thrive where water 
covers the surface through much 
of the year. On peat bogs and 
seemingly bottomless quagmires 
where animals bog down or do 
not dare to venture, the seeding 
of reed canary grass has resulted 
in a firm, strong sod over which 
horses and mowers and hay 
wagons pass with safety. Such is 
the strength of its sod.
But strange and almost unbe­
lievable as it seems, we have found 
it to be one of our most drouth- 
resistant grasses when planted on 
upland soils. In the heat and 
drouth years of 1934 and 1936 it 
was the only grass that remained 
green through the entire summer 
on our experimental fields.
So vigorous is its growth that a 
small portion of underground root- 
stock placed at intervals of 2% feet 
apart has resulted in a solidly sod­
ded surface at the end of the sec­
ond year. This may make you 
wonder, “ If I plant reed canary 
grass, is it likely to become a weed 
pest—hard to kill out?” Our ans­
wer is “ No.” We have had many 
seedings of it under different soil 
conditions through a period of 
more than 20 years. We have al­
ways found that ordinary plowing 
and cultivation will completely 
eradicate it when this is what we 
want.
Reed canary grass makes an
erect growth, often growing 4 to 
6 feet high. The leaves are wide 
and seem to be rather coarse, caus­
ing one to wonder whether it has 
much value for pasture or hay. We 
have had it under observation as 
pasture for nearly 20 years, and 
records are available where it has 
continued under grazing for near­
ly 40 years. Grazing animals usual­
ly leave a stubble of 6 to 10 inches 
not consumed.
We have observed that horses 
eat the coarse appearing hay read­
ily, preferring it to good timothy. 
The grass gives a large yield of 
hay in two cuttings per season. 
The second cutting is usually fine 
and leafy.
The grass produces seed rather 
abundantly, but seed prices have 
remained rather high. This is be­
cause the seed shatter as soon as 
they have ripened. If the seed is 
fully ripe today do not plan to har­
vest it tomorrow for by that time 
the seed will be on the ground.
Reed canary grass is not recom­
mended generally for use for hay 
and pasture on well drained soils 
because under these conditions 
other grasses, such as bromegrass, 
in combination with legumes, 
seem to be superior. After a few 
years, reed canary grass may be­
come sod-bound and unproductive 
even when grown on a fertile soil. 
When grown in waterways and
gullies, available nitrogen is added 
frequently in the runoff and this 
condition does not develop.
A  Plan for Gully Control
A small area seeded to reed 
canary grass—perhaps only 1/10 
of an acre—will provide an abun­
dance of root material for gully 
control and establishing grassed 
waterways on almost any farm. 
But on most farms this grass can 
well be seeded on a larger area 
where it not only will be available 
to furnish root material but also 
can be used for pasture or hay or 
to be harvested as a seed crop.
We suggest that the grass be 
seeded on a fertile area so located 
that it can be protected from graz­
ing and still be accessible for 
pasture or hay crops. Often low 
lying land over which considerable 
water drains will be s u i t a b l e .  
Plenty of rootstock material should 
be available for beginning the gul­
ly control program a year after 
seeding.
Through the cooperation of the 
Soil Conservation Service, seed is 
being made available to soil con­
servation districts for the estab­
lishment of small plantings of reed 
canary grass in the different com­
munities. Persons interested in 
making a trial with reed canary 
grass sods in controlling gullies
H. D. Hughes in a reed canary grass breeding nursery on the Station 
field in 1927. Plantings of superior selections from the breeding pro­
gram were made in the summer of 1944 to increase seed for distribution.
7
2
Farm Science Reporter, Vol. 5 [1944], No. 4, Art. 3
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/farmsciencereporter/vol5/iss4/3
Paul Strickler standing in what was formerly a 
bothersome, costly gully that is now filled by 
planting reed canary grass rootstocks 9 years 
ago. The trees on the edge of the gully 
indicate how long it could not be crossed
can secure material from these 
sources. It is recommended, how­
ever, that individual farmers make 
a small planting of this grass in 
order that the rootstock material 
may be more readily available to 
them.
Spade or plow a few furrows of 
the reed canary grass sod, depend­
ing upon the number and extent 
of gullies to be controlled. Cut or 
plow the sod only about 3 to 4 
inches deep. It is the rootstocks in 
the top few inches that are used. 
We suggest that you start with 
the smaller gullies first. For one 
of these half a gunnysack of sod 
pieces may be enough. A chunky 
sod piece is not needed, only two 
or three stems are enough. A corn 
knife is a handy tool for cutting up 
a supply of sod pieces.
Using a spade open up a slit in 
the soil in the bottom of the gully 
for a piece of sod. Firm this in the 
soil with your heel. Continue 
planting these sod pieces a few 
feet apart in the bottom and on the 
sides up and down the gully. Be 
sure to extend the planting well 
above any over-falls in the gully. 
An hour’s work may be all that 
will be required to take care of 
some of the smaller gullies.
Gullies with over-falls of as 
much as 4 feet have been control­
led in this manner. We are not 
sure just how successful reed ca­
nary may be in controlling larger 
gullies but we will be making trials 
during the next several years.
In many cases it may be desir­
able to shape the channel of the 
waterway before planting the reed 
canary grass rootstocks. This in­
volves the plowing, 
disking or blading in 
of the gully to form 
a saucer or flat U- 
shape channel.
Plan for an ade­
quate w i d t h  to 
handle the drainage 
a r e a  involved. A 
useful rule in fields 
with ordinary slopes 
is to allow a width 
of 2 feet for every 
acre drained; the 
waterway should be 
not less than a rod 
wide.
We are not certain 
just what will prove to be the best 
method of establishing stands in 
shaped and prepared waterways. 
We would suggest on a trial basis 
that the rootstocks be distributed 
with a manure spreader and then 
thoroughly disked into the soil. 
Plow the reed canary sod at a shal­
low depth—about 4 inches or less. 
Cut it up with a disk for easier 
handling, then load it into a 
manure spreader for distributing 
in the waterway. Spreading ma­
nure at the same time is desirable. 
After disking in the manure and 
the rootstocks, firm the soil with 
a cultipacker or roller. The ma­
nure spreader has worked well in 
demonstrations on the Agronomy 
Farm at Ames.
Probably the best time to estab­
lish reed canary grass in gullies is 
in the late summer or early fall. 
Root portions put in place in moist 
soil in late August or early Sep­
tember will become well rooted be­
fore the ground freezes and be able 
to maintain t h e m s e l v e s  when 
heavy rains come in the spring. 
This grass has repeatedly been 
established at Ames from small 
pieces of sod placed in early Sep­
tember without a single failure. 
Establishment in gullies in the 
spring is also satisfactory except 
that the pressure of other work is 
usually great then.
Seeding Reed Canary Grass
This grass should preferably be 
seeded on moist, fertile soils. A 
good seedbed should be prepared 
as for alfalfa. Four to six pounds 
of seed per acre is the usual rate of 
seeding though in establishing
small areas a somewhat larger 
amount of seed may well be used 
in order to hasten development of 
a good sod from which rootstocks 
can be obtained.
The seed may be broadcast or 
drilled. It should be covered about 
Va to x/i inch deep. One of the 
most desirable methods of seeding 
is to go over the field with a culti­
packer or harrow before seeding; 
broadcast the seed; then follow the 
seeding operation with the culti­
packer or harrow again, to cover 
the seed and firm the soil. An ap­
plication of manure following seed­
ing is always desirable with any 
grass.
Seedings are best made in the 
early spring though late summer 
seedings also have been satisfac­
tory. On poorly drained areas 
where it is difficult to get on early 
in the spring, the seedbed may be 
prepared in the fall and the seed 
sown just before the g r o u n d  
freezes. Seed will germinate and 
start very early the next spring.
Farmer Experiences
A survey was recently made 
in cooperation with county exten­
sion directors, Soil Conservation 
Service technicians and vocational
Gullies formed when this land was und>! 
pasture. But the gullies continued to in 
can be controlled cheaply by planting:
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Glen Birlingmair, Appanoose coun­
ty extension director, observing 
reed canary grass on the Paul 
Strickler farm. This waterway was 
established by planting rootstocks 
with a spade about 2 to 3 ft. apart.
agriculture instructors to deter­
mine the extent to which reed 
canary grass has been used on 
Iowa farms.
Replies were obtained from 59 
counties. The number of farmers 
listed as having had experience 
with reed canary grass for hay 
was 30 ; for pasture, 68 ; for erosion 
control, 50; and for seed, 5. Nine­
ty-six had been growing it on poor­
ly drained sites and 31 on well 
drained sites.
We have visited a number of 
these Iowa farmers who have been 
using reed canary grass and ob­
served the results they were ob­
taining.
Paul Strickler of Centerville got 
his start with reed canary grass 18 
years ago with rootstocks from 
College plantings at Ames. He has 
supplied roots to many neighbors 
and friends. He first used this 
grass to control a gully about 9 
years ago. It was impossible to 
farm across this gully, which was 
8 or 10 feet across and several feet
ido ow. The land was then thrown into 
in In width and depth. Such gullies 
nq:mary grass rootstocks at intervals.
in depth. Reed canary grass root­
stocks were put in by hand accord­
ing to the procedure already sug­
gested. Now reed canary grass has 
thickened up and with its coarse 
rank growth has collected enough 
silt so that it is possible to farm 
across this area again. But, of 
course, the reed canary grass will 
never be plowed up. The water­
way will be left in reed canary 
grass with the assurance that eros­
ion is under control.
R. E. “Bob” Bear, who lives 8 
miles northeast of Centerville, has 
been transplanting small clumps 
of reed canary grass rootstocks in 
his gullies and waterways for sev­
eral years. He now has reed canary 
grass established in most of them 
and is an enthusiastic supporter 
for this grass.
On the Lucy Lawrence farm in 
Taylor County we observed reed 
canary grass which was seeded in 
December, 1942, on a well pre­
pared seedbed in a waterway. An 
excellent stand of reed canary 
grass was obtained. This grass 
was doing well both in a small 
hillside gully and in the broad, 
low waterway at the base of the 
hill. It was converting a raw, ac­
tively cutting hillside gully and a 
low weedy waterway into a stable, 
productive grassed waterway.
“The stock reach through the 
fence around my pond to eat the 
reed canary grass,” says Paul 
Flowers, soil conservation district 
commissioner in Adams County. 
He has an excellent stand of reed 
canary on the banks of the dam and
on the hillside adjacent to the 
pond. This stand was started from 
seed after the pond was rebuilt in 
1939. It has thickened up from 
rootstocks. Canary grass around 
the edge of the pond breaks up 
wave action and holds the soil on 
the pond banks in place.
Hay, Pasture, Seed Crop
This grass also can be seeded in 
grassed waterways in much the 
same way as any other grass. It 
has high value either for pasture 
or hay. Grass waterways should 
always be made wide enough so 
that they can be mowed satisfac­
torily and will have sufficient ca­
pacity to carry water and handle 
any silt that flows into them. Cut­
ting for hay is a good practice in 
the maintenance of any waterway.
Although seed is not produced 
during the first year, it may be 
harvested during succeeding years. 
Yields of seed of from 40 to 100 
pounds per acre may be obtained. 
Because the seed shatters and 
falls to the ground almost as soon 
as it is ripe, the crop should be 
cut for seed as soon as the ends of 
the spikes begin to show the least 
amount of shattering.
Seed can be obtained through 
established seed channels, especial­
ly from the seed houses of the 
northern states. A few years ago 
seed sold at around $1.00 a pound. 
Approved methods of seed harvest 
have now been developed with the 
result that seed has generally been 
available at from 30 to 40 cents a 
pound, or in some cases even less.
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